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INDIGENOUS
APPALACHIA

Understanding Archival Collections

West Virginia and Regional History Center acknowledges the shortcomings pertaining to Native American materials in
the Center’s holdings. This acknowledgement serves to remind researchers, potential donors, and the general public that our
collection is incomplete and therefore misrepresents the history of West Virginia .
In hopes of bridging these gaps the Libraries must contextualize items that reveal the consequences of the intersection
of these cultures, and in so doing, begin to present a more comprehensive portrait of the impact of settler-colonialism
and Indigenous experiences, historically and moving forward.
The WVRHC holdings include limited photographs, archival materials, books, and other items. Examples include 25 images from
about 1910 to 1976 of various non-Indigenous community and student groups dressed in Native American-inspired costumes and
attire in parades, 4-H clubs, scouts, Thanksgiving classroom parties, and the U.S. bicentennial celebration. The image of Morgantown
Elementary students on Thanksgiving, 1960, exudes the traditionally taught story of Thanksgiving Pilgrims and the Native Americans, the
stereotypical and simplification reinforced by the crafted costumes. Better contextualizing with reflection didactics on these records might
work to address this problem. The collection does contain one image of an Indigenous individual performing a ceremonial dance in 1993,
though it is not well described. A detailed exploration of misrepresentation in the holdings is available on the online exhibit.
Another way to move forward is to engage Indigenous communities with identifying or recontextualizing holdings. Exhibit advisor
Dr. Joe Stahlman, Director of the Seneca-Iroquois National Museum, generously responded to a few items in our collections,
providing a deeper understanding for our documentation. We hope to continue to engage Indigenous communities with our archives; if
you are interested in helping advise on our archives please get in touch!

Left: Photograph: Students in “Native” clothing at Morgantown Elementary School, 1960
Right: Native dancer in Fancy Dance regalia at a school performance, 1993. Originally invented by Gus McDonald, Ponca, the Fancy Dance has grown to become one of the most popular forms
of Native American dance performance today. It is performed by Native tribes at intertribal dance competitions and cultural exhibtions. As a dancer enters the arena every step, every turn,
every movement is timed perfectly to the beat of a single drum with each set of regalia and design having both tribal and personal significance to the individual dancer.
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